
Chapter 1

Planning Overview

“Planning involves projecting our thoughts forward in time and space to influ-
ence events before they occur rather than merely responding to events as they
occur. This means contemplating and evaluating potential decisions and actions
in advance.”1

—MCDP 5, Planning

The Marine Corps Planning Process (MCPP) sup-
ports the Marine Corps warfighting philosophy of
maneuver warfare. Since planning is an essential
and significant part of command and control, the
Marine Corps Planning Process recognizes the
commander’s central role as the decisionmaker. It
helps organize the thought processes of a com-
mander and his staff throughout the planning and
execution of military operations. The Marine
Corps Planning Process focuses on the mission
and the threat. It capitalizes on the principle of
unity of effort and supports the establishment and
maintenance of tempo. The Marine Corps Plan-
ning Process is applicable across the range of mil-
itary operations and is designed for use at any
echelon of command. The process can be as de-
tailed or as abbreviated as time, staff resources,
experience, and the situation permit.

Planning is the act of envisioning and determining
effective ways of achieving a desired endstate. It
supports the commander in making decisions in a
time-constrained and uncertain environment.
Whether planning is performed at the strategic,
operational, or tactical level, its key functions, as
identified in MCDP 5, Planning, are to—

l Direct and coordinate actions.
l Develop a shared situational awareness.
l Generate expectations about how actions

will evolve and how they will affect the de-
sired outcome.

l Support the exercise of initiative.
l Shape the thinking of planners.

More than anything else, the considerations of
time and uncertainty dictate the approach to plan-
ning, and are its defining features. Time is most
often the scarcest resource and is vital to the plan-
ning process. The commander must adjust the
planning process to optimize this perishable re-
source. When time is critical, the commander uses
intuition, judgment, and experience to guide his
staff and subordinate commanders. Since plan-
ning is future-oriented, and the future is uncertain,
all planning is based on imperfect knowledge and
involves assumptions. This uncertainty increases
with the length of the planning horizon and the
rate of change in the environment. Given the fun-
damental uncertainty of war, planners must recog-
nize that planning will not eliminate uncertainty,
but it allows the commander to decide and act ef-
fectively in the midst of uncertainty.

The Marine Corps Planning Process is applicable
across the range of military operations and is de-
signed for command and staff actions at any ech-
elon of command. Commanders at higher
echelons tend to use a more formal and detailed
approach to the Marine Corps Planning Process.
Higher echelons can consist of a component,
Marine expeditionary force (MEF), and major
subordinate commands (MSCs) (e.g., division,
wing, or force service support group). These
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commands typically consist of larger staffs, have
longer planning horizons, and have access to
more information. Commanders at lower eche-
lons, such as a regiment and/or group and below,
may modify the planning process to meet their
situation (staff resources, shorter planning hori-
zons, information available). Whether planning
occurs at the component level, the battalion level,
or the squadron level, the commander and his
staff must master the Marine Corps Planning
Process so they can fully participate in integrated
planning.

The Marine Corps Planning Process is an inter-
nal planning process used by Marine Corps oper-
ating forces. It aligns with and complements the
joint deliberate and crisis action planning proc-
esses found in Joint Pub 5-0, Doctrine for Plan-
ning Joint Operations. Appendix A discusses the
relationship between the Marine Corps Planning
Process and joint planning. When designated as a
joint force commander or when preparing a sup-
porting plan in a campaign, a Marine commander
and his staff will use the joint planning proce-
dures and the Joint Operation Planning and Exe-
cution System (JOPES) found in the Joint Pub 5
series. If planning an amphibious operation, a
Marine commander and his staff refer to Joint
Pub 3-02, Joint Doctrine for Amphibious Opera-
tions, for guidance.

1001. Tenets of the Marine 
Corps Planning Process

The tenets of the Marine Corps Planning
Process—top-down planning, single-battle con-
cept, and integrated planning—are derived from
the doctrine of maneuver warfare. These tenets
guide the commander’s use of his staff to plan
and execute military operations. Top-down plan-
ning and the single-battle concept ensure unity of
effort, while the commander uses warfighting
functions (see app. B) as the building blocks of
integrated planning.

a. Top-Down Planning
Planning is a fundamental responsibility of com-
mand. The commander must not merely partici-
pate in planning, he must drive the process. His
intent and guidance are key to planning. The com-
mander uses planning to gain knowledge and situ-
ational awareness to support his decisionmaking
process. His plan, communicated in oral, graphic,
or written form, translates his guidance into a con-
cept of operations. His subordinate commanders
use his guidance and concept of operations to ac-
complish the mission. 

b. Single-Battle Concept
Operations or events in one part of the bat-
tlespace may have profound and often unintended
effects on other areas and events, therefore a
commander must always view the battlespace as
an indivisible entity. The single-battle concept
allows the commander to effectively focus the
efforts of all the elements of the force to accom-
plish the mission. While the battlespace may be
conceptually divided as deep, close, and rear to
assist planning and decentralized execution, the
commander’s intent ensures unity of effort by
fighting a single battle.

c. Integrated Planning
Integrated planning is a disciplined approach to
planning that is systematic, coordinated, and
thorough. It is based on the warfighting functions
of command and control, maneuver, fires, intelli-
gence, logistics, and force protection. Planners
use these warfighting functions to integrate the
planning effort and supervise execution of the
plan. Planners use integrated planning to consid-
er all relevant factors, reduce omissions, and
share information across all the warfighting func-
tions. The key to integrated planning is the as-
signment of appropriate personnel to represent
each warfighting function. This does not mean
that a warfighting function representative cannot
be a staff representative. A warfighting function
representative must be knowledgeable and expe-
rienced in his functional area. See appendix B for
further information on the warfighting functions. 
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1002. The Marine Corps 
Planning Process

The Marine Corps Planning Process establishes
procedures for analyzing a mission, developing
and wargaming courses of action (COAs) against
the threat, comparing friendly COAs against the
commander’s criteria and each other, selecting a
COA, preparing an operation order (OPORD) or
operation plan (OPLAN) for execution, and transi-
tioning the order or plan to those tasked with its
execution. The Marine Corps Planning Process or-
ganizes these procedures into six manageable, log-
ical steps (see fig. 1-1). These steps provide the
commander and his staff, at all levels, a means to
organize their planning activities, to transmit plans
to subordinates and subordinate commands, and to
share a common understanding of the mission and
commander’s intent. Interactions among various
planning steps allow a concurrent, coordinated ef-
fort that maintains flexibility, makes efficient use
of time available, and facilitates continuous infor-
mation sharing. See appendix C for further infor-
mation on organizing the planning effort. 

a. Mission Analysis
Mission analysis is the first step in planning, and
it drives the Marine Corps Planning Process. Its
purpose is to review and analyze orders, guid-
ance, and other information provided by higher
headquarters and to produce a unit mission state-
ment.

b. Course of Action Development
During COA development, planners use the mis-
sion statement (which includes the higher head-
quarters commander’s tasking and intent),
commander’s intent, and commander’s planning
guidance to develop COA(s). Each prospective
COA is examined to ensure that it is suitable, fea-
sible, acceptable, distinguishable, and complete
with respect to the current and anticipated situa-
tion, the mission, and the commander’s intent.

c. Course of Action War Game
Course of action wargaming involves a detailed
assessment of each COA as it pertains to the
enemy and the battlespace. Each friendly COA is

Figure 1-1. Steps in the Marine Corps Planning Process.
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wargamed against selected threat COAs. Course
of action wargaming assists planners in identify-
ing strengths and weaknesses, associated risks,
and asset shortfalls for each friendly COA.
Course of action wargaming also identifies
branches and potential sequels that may require
additional planning. Short of actually executing
the course of action, COA wargaming provides
the most reliable basis for understanding and im-
proving each COA.

d. Course of Action Comparison and 
Decision
In COA comparison and decision, the commander
evaluates all friendly COAs against established
criteria, then evaluates them against each other.
The commander then selects the COA that will
best accomplish the mission.

e. Orders Development
During orders development, the staff uses the
commander’s COA decision, mission statement,
and commander’s intent and guidance to develop
orders that direct unit actions. Orders serve as the
principal means by which the commander ex-
presses his decision, intent, and guidance.

f. Transition
Transition is an orderly handover of a plan or or-
der as it is passed to those tasked with execution
of the operation. It provides those who will exe-
cute the plan or order with the situational aware-
ness and rationale for key decisions necessary to
ensure there is a coherent shift from planning to
execution.



Chapter 2

Mission Analysis

“There are two parts to any mission: the task to be accomplished and the rea-
son . . . . The task describes the action to be taken while the intent describes the
desired result of the action.”2

—MCDP 6, Command and Control

Mission analysis is the first step in planning. Its
purpose is to review and analyze orders, guid-
ance, and other information that is provided by
higher headquarters in order to produce a unit
mission statement. Mission analysis drives the re-
mainder of the Marine Corps Planning Process.

The keys to successful mission analysis are prepa-
ration, professional competence, and the identifi-
cation of the operation’s purpose and all its
essential tasks. A thorough mission analysis fo-
cuses the efforts of the commander and the staff,
thereby saving time. The staff should be well
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organized, prepared to plan as required, and begin
development of staff estimates during mission
analysis. To plan effectively, planners should
have access to all documents relative to the mis-
sion, area of operations, etc. (e.g., standing oper-
ating procedures, operation plans). 

Before the commander and the staff can begin
mission analysis, they must develop an under-
standing of their potential employment. Their un-
derstanding must include the possible area of
operations; probable mission; available forces;
and political, military, and cultural characteristics
of the area. They can gain this understanding from
national-level intelligence products, other military
and governmental organizations, nongovernmen-
tal organizations, academia (military war colleg-
es, developmental centers, etc.), businesses, and
their innate knowledge. If operations are already
underway, the commander and the staff will re-
quire less time and information to gain under-
standing and situational awareness. 

2001. Inputs

Each step in the Marine Corps Planning Process
begins with inputs. Inputs may derive from higher
headquarters, the commander or staff, or outputs
from previous steps. Inputs to mission analysis in-
clude, but are not limited to, the commander’s ori-
entation, higher headquarters’ warning order or
operation order, restraints and/or constraints, and
higher headquarters’ intelligence and intelligence
preparation of the battlespace (IPB) products.

a. Commander’s Orientation
Initially, the commander’s orientation is based on
a preliminary analysis of available information.
The commander’s initial information may only be
the purpose of the operation as assigned by higher
headquarters, or it might include—

l Higher headquarters’ plans, orders, and esti-
mates, including IPB products.

l Force availability and suitability.

l Personal reconnaissance results. 
l Intelligence preparation of the battlespace

products and other input from the staff. 

As more information becomes available, such as a
higher headquarters order (including the mission
and intent of the higher headquarters [two levels
up] and the missions of supporting, supported,
and adjacent commands), the commander con-
ducts his preliminary analysis of the mission (or
potential mission). The commander may conduct
his analysis using mission, enemy, terrain and
weather, troops and support available-time avail-
able (METT-T). He must also consider the ability
of his command—personnel, materiel, and mo-
rale—to accomplish the mission. 

Once the commander completes his preliminary
analysis, he issues his commander’s orientation.
The commander’s orientation includes the com-
mander’s battlespace area evaluation (CBAE) and
initial guidance. Ideally, the commander personal-
ly issues his guidance to subordinate commanders
and principal staff. The commander’s orientation
helps shape the remainder of the planning process.

(1) Commander’s Battlespace Area Eval-
uation. The commander’s battlespace area eval-
uation is the commander’s personal vision based
on his understanding of the mission, the bat-
tlespace, and the enemy. The commander uses
this evaluation to develop, assess, and communi-
cate knowledge to the staff. This knowledge sup-
ports the planning and decisionmaking processes.
The CBAE may be as simple as the commander’s
initial thoughts or it may be as complex as the
product of his detailed analysis. It identifies the
battlespace, centers of gravity, commander’s in-
tent, and commander’s critical information re-
quirements.

(a) Commander’s Battlespace. The com-
mander’s battlespace consists of his area of oper-
ations, the area of influence, and the area of
interest. The commander uses the information
he receives to create his initial view of the
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battlespace. The commander passes his initial
view of the battlespace to his planners for use
throughout the remainder of the planning pro-
cess. 

The commander is normally assigned an area of
operations. He considers his mission, forces, in-
herent warfighting functions requirements, and
area of operations (assigned or proposed) to deter-
mine an area of influence. The commander com-
pares his area of operations against the area of
influence to determine if its size and location al-
low him to accomplish his mission. If, during the
comparison process, the commander determines
that the area of operations is too large, too small,
or not located appropriately, he informs his supe-
rior commander.

The commander uses all the information dis-
cussed above to define his area of interest. An ar-
ea of interest includes all the factors (e.g., enemy
forces and capabilities, host nation support, flow
of forces and supply, sustainment, command rela-
tionships, boundaries, fire support coordinating
measures) that may influence the commander’s
operations. His area of interest also encompasses
the area of influence and area of operations.

(b) Center of Gravity. MCDP 1, Warfighting,
defines a center of gravity (COG) as any impor-
tant source of strength. It may be mental, moral,
or physical strength, power, or will. Centers of
gravity may exist at each level of war: strategic,
operational, and tactical. It may be tangible or in-
tangible, and there may be multiple centers of
gravity.

The concept of centers of gravity applies equally
to both threat and friendly forces. At the tactical
level, the enemy’s center of gravity is normally an
enemy unit. At the operational level, an enemy’s
center of gravity may also be a threat capability;
e.g., the ability to mass fires or conduct resupply.
Friendly centers of gravity are the strengths that
the commander uses to attack enemy weaknesses
and to protect his forces from enemy attack. 

Subordinate commanders and staff personnel may
assist the commander in the identification of cen-
ters of gravity. The G-2/S-2 may be particularly
helpful in identifying enemy centers of gravity. If
the commander is unable to identify enemy cen-
ters of gravity, he may substitute enemy strengths.
The commander provides the staff with initial en-
emy centers of gravity so they can begin to identi-
fy possible shaping and decisive actions.

(c) Commander’s Intent. Commander’s intent
is the commander’s personal expression of the
purpose of the operation. It must be clear, concise,
and easily understood. It may also include how
the commander envisions achieving a decision as
well as the endstate or conditions that, when satis-
fied, accomplish the purpose. 

Commander’s intent helps subordinates under-
stand the larger context of their actions and
guides them in the absence of orders. It allows
subordinates to exercise judgment and initia-
tive—in a way that is consistent with the higher
commander’s aims—when the unforeseen occurs.
This freedom of action, within the broad guid-
ance of the commander’s intent, creates tempo
during planning and execution. Higher and subor-
dinate commanders’ intents must be aligned. The
purpose of the operation may be derived from the
“in order to . . .” portion of the mission statement
or the execution paragraph of the higher com-
mander’s operation plan or operation order.

During commander’s orientation, the
commander may only know the purpose
of the operation as assigned by his higher
headquarters. As the commander proceeds
through the planning process, he gains ad-
ditional insight on METT-T. As a result,
the commander may refine his intent to
include how he plans to achieve a deci-
sion and reach the endstate that accom-
plishes the purpose of the operation.
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(d) Commander’s Critical Information Re-
quirements. The commander’s critical informa-
tion requirements (CCIRs) identify information
on friendly activities, enemy activities, and the en-
vironment that the commander deems critical to
maintaining situational awareness, planning future
activities, and assisting in timely and informed de-
cisionmaking. The commander’s critical informa-
tion requirements focus the commander’s staff
and subordinate commanders planning and
collection efforts. They help the commander tailor
the command and control organization. The com-
manders critical information requirements are
central to effective information management,
which directs the processing, flow, and use of in-
formation throughout the force. While the staff
can recommend CCIRs, only the commander can
approve them.

(2) Commander’s Initial Guidance. The
commander develops his initial guidance using
his commander’s battlespace area evaluation, his
experience, and the mission information avail-
able from higher headquarters. The commander’s
initial guidance provides the staff and subordi-
nate commanders with additional insight on how
the commander views the mission. Depending on
the time available, the commander may provide
general guidance and specific points he wants the
staff and subordinate commanders to consider (a
particular enemy capability, a certain task organi-
zation, etc.).

b. Higher Headquarters’ Warning 
Order or Operation Order
A verbal or written order from a higher headquar-
ters provides important information used in mis-
sion analysis. The higher headquarters’ planning
products, such as operation plans, operation or-
ders, and contingency plans provide input
throughout the Marine Corps Planning Process. If
higher headquarters’ orders or guidance is un-
clear, the commander or the staff should immedi-
ately seek clarification. Liaison officers and
higher headquarters planning representatives
(e.g., G-5 liaison cell at joint force headquarters)

who are familiar with the plan can provide valu-
able information and should actively participate
in the planning process. 

c. Restraints and/or Constraints
Restraints are things a command prohibits its sub-
ordinates from doing. For example, do not dam-
age religious shrines, archeological sites, or
civilian schools. Constraints are things that may
limit a commander’s freedom of action. For ex-
ample, avoid damaging adjacent civilian build-
ings, use only precision-guided munitions to
destroy key targets in the city. Restraints and con-
straints are included in the rules of engagement,
commander’s guidance, or instructions from high-
er headquarters. Simply put, restraints are things
the commander cannot do; constraints are the
things he must do.

d. Higher Headquarters’ Intelligence 
and Intelligence Preparation of the 
Battlespace Products
Higher headquarters’ intelligence products and
the commander’s IPB products are critical inputs
to mission analysis. These products are the basis
of the commander’s IPB process and are updated
and used throughout the operation. Higher head-
quarters’ intelligence products include their IPB
products, intelligence estimates, intelligence sum-
maries, and Annex B, Intelligence, of the opera-
tion order. Intelligence preparation of the
battlespace products that the commander receives
from higher headquarters and the intelligence
staff may include the modified, combined obsta-
cle overlay and threat situation templates. See ap-
pendix D for more information on IPB products.

2002. Process

Once planners understand higher headquarters
commander’s orders and intent and their own
commander’s battlespace area evaluation and ini-
tial guidance, they identify specified, implied, and
essential tasks. Essential tasks are the foundation
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of the mission statement because they define mis-
sion success. After evaluating the battlespace,
commander’s intent, available assets, restraints
and/or constraints, assumptions, risks, initial
CCIRs, ongoing intelligence operations, and the
initial timeline, planners draft a mission state-
ment. Planners list specified and implied tasks,
assumptions, resource and subject matter expert
shortfalls, restraints and/or constraints, and infor-
mation requirements to help them identify essen-
tial tasks and develop the mission statement.

Planners present mission analysis results to the
commander and the staff to ensure that the mis-
sion statement and identified essential tasks facili-
tate development of a COA that will accomplish
the mission. After the mission analysis brief, the
commander approves or modifies the proposed
mission statement.

a. Identify the Higher Headquarters’ 
Commander’s Intent
The higher headquarters’ operation order
(OPORD) or fragmentary order (FRAGO) con-
tains the higher commander’s intent.

b. Identify Purpose of the Operation
The purpose of the operation may be found in the
commander’s intent (provided in the command-
er’s orientation). If not specifically stated, the op-
eration’s purpose may be derived from the higher
commander’s intent or assigned missions or tasks.
A clear understanding of the purpose of the opera-
tion is essential for maintaining tempo in both
planning and execution.

c. Identify Tasks
Using the information provided in the command-
er’s orientation and higher headquarters’ orders,
the staff identifies specified and implied tasks. Of
these, tasks that define mission success and may
be applicable to the force as a whole are further
identified as essential tasks. Approved taskings
may become the basis for subparagraph 3c of the
5-paragraph OPLAN or OPORD.

(1) Specified Tasks.  Specified tasks are spe-
cifically assigned to a unit by its higher headquar-
ters. Specified tasks are derived primarily from
the execution paragraphs of the higher headquar-
ters operation order, but they may be found else-
where,  such as in the mission statement ,
coordinating instructions, or annexes. Any speci-
fied task that pertains to any element of the unit
should be identified and recorded.

(2) Implied Tasks.  Implied tasks may not be
specifically stated in the higher headquarters’ or-
der, but they are performed to accomplish speci-
fied tasks. Implied tasks emerge from analysis of
the higher headquarters’ order, the threat, and the
terrain. Routine, inherent, or standing operating
procedure tasks are not included in the list of
tasks.

(3) Essential Tasks.  Essential tasks are spec-
ified or implied tasks that define mission success
and apply to the force as a whole. If a task must be
successfully completed for the commander to ac-
complish his purpose, it is an essential task. The
mission statement is derived from the essential
tasks.

d. Prepare and Refine Intelligence and 
Intelligence Preparation of the 
Battlespace Products
Higher headquarters’ intelligence and IPB prod-
ucts are reviewed and refined by the staff. New
intelligence and IPB products, to include enemy
COAs, are prepared by the staff to support centers
of gravity and mission analysis.

e. Analyze Centers of Gravity
The staff conducts a more detailed center of grav-
ity analysis based on the CBAE to identify or re-
fine threat and friendly centers of gravity and to
determine which friendly and threat weaknesses
are critical vulnerabilities. A critical vulnerability
is something that a force needs to function
effectively and is, or can be made, vulnerable to
attack. Critical vulnerabilities provide an aiming
point for the application of friendly strengths
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against threat weaknesses. The staff identifies and
directs the force’s strengths against the enemy’s
critical vulnerabilities in order to hamper his abil-
ity to function; to defend, attack, or sustain his
forces; or to command his forces. Once identified,
critical vulnerabilities assist the commander in
choosing where, when, and what will constitute
decisive action. By attacking critical vulnerabili-
ties, the commander increases the potential that
the attack may in fact be a decisive action. The
staff also identifies friendly critical vulnerabilities
in order to protect friendly centers of gravity from
enemy attack.

f. Convene and/or Alert the Red Cell

A red cell assists the commander in assessing
COAs against a thinking enemy. It develops like-
ly enemy COAs and portrays a doctrinally-correct
enemy during wargaming. A red cell can range in
size from an intelligence officer to a task-orga-
nized group of subject matter experts. A red cell
refines the threat COAs that will be used during
COA and wargaming, develops planning support
tools such as the synchronization matrix, and may
also participate in the analysis of enemy centers
of gravity. See appendix E for more information
on the red cell.

g. Begin Development of Staff 
Estimates

The staff begins to gather information that will be
refined throughout the planning process and con-
tinuously develops and refines staff estimates. A
staff estimate provides a logical and orderly ex-
amination of all factors that affect mission accom-
plishment. It provides the commander and the
staff with necessary information that supports de-
cisionmaking throughout the planning process
and subsequent execution of the operation. De-
pending on the level of command and the time
available, the staff estimate could be as formal as
a detailed written document or as informal as an
oral briefing. See appendix F for more informa-
tion on formal staff estimates.

h. Refine the Area of Interest and Area 
of Influence
The staff refines the area of interest and area of
influence, which are identified in the CBAE,
based on the current terrain analysis and current
analysis of friendly and threat centers of gravity,
capabilities, and limitations. The size of the area
of interest may change based on the commander’s
understanding of the situation. Refining the area
of interest may generate requests for information.
The extent of the area of influence may change if
forces are added or deleted, equipment capability
and availability change, or rules of engagement
change.

i. Review Available Assets and 
Identify Resource Shortfalls
As mission analysis is conducted, resource or ca-
pability shortfalls are noted. The commander and
staff identify critical shortfalls and request sup-
port from higher headquarters.

j. Identify Subject Matter Expert 
Shortfalls
Based on the activities anticipated during an oper-
ation, planners determine what specialized plan-
ning or other expertise may be required. If this
expertise is not readily available, the commander
should request augmentation.

k. Determine Additional Restraints 
and Constraints
Additional restraints and constraints may be iden-
tified as a result of mission analysis. If additional
restraints and constraints are identified, they are
recorded and carried forward for use in subse-
quent planning.

l. Determine Commander’s 
Recommended Critical Information 
Requirements
Only the commander decides what information is
critical, but the staff may propose CCIRs to the
commander. Commander’s critical information
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requirements are continually reviewed and updat-
ed or deleted as required.

m.  Identify Requests for Information 
Planners identify if additional information is re-
quired to support future plans or to conduct cur-
rent operations. Based on the initial IPB and
information requirements (including CCIRs), the
commander and staff identify gaps in the avail-
able information and intelligence. As requests for
information are identified, they are forwarded to
the appropriate staff section for action or to higher
headquarters for answers.

n. Determine Assumptions
Assumptions are suppositions about the current
situation or about future events that are assumed
to be true in the absence of facts. They are made
for both friendly and threat situations. Assump-
tions should only be used when necessary to
allow the commander to make a decision con-
cerning the COA. A valid assumption should an-
swer all of the following questions: 

l Is it logical?
l Is it realistic?
l Is it essential for planning to continue?
l Does it avoid assuming away a threat capa-

bility?

As planning continues, additional assumptions
may be needed and previous assumptions may be
deleted as the operation changes. A record is kept
of assumptions in order to track and validate them
as they are confirmed or disapproved. Assump-
tions are contained in operation plans, but are not
included in operation orders. If the operation plan
contains assumptions that are not validated before
execution, the assumptions become part of the in-
herent risk of the operation.

If possible, assumptions are forwarded to higher
headquarters for validation. This ensures that the
higher headquarters commander understands the
potential risks that a subordinate command is ac-

cepting. It may prompt the higher headquarters to
pursue facts that support the assumption or to re-
quest additional information.

o. Draft the Mission Statement
The purpose of the operation and the essential
tasks are the foundation for mission statement de-
velopment. Planners should determine if the pur-
pose of the operation and essential tasks are still
valid before they draft the mission statement. A
properly constructed mission statement answers
the following questions:

l Who? (the forces that will conduct the oper-
ation)

l What? (the type of operation)
l When? (the time the operation will start and

end)
l Where? (the location of the area of opera-

tion)
l Why? (the purpose of the operation)

Who, what, when, and where are derived from the
essential tasks. Why is derived from the purpose
of the operation.

p. Present a Mission Analysis Brief
The staff presents a mission analysis brief to the
commander to obtain approval of the mission
statement. The mission analysis brief reviews the
products of mission analysis. The mission analy-
sis brief may be as simple as a proposed mission
statement, or it may include the following:

l Situation update (battlespace organization,
area of operations, area of interest, area of
influence).

l Intelligence estimate and IPB products (ter-
rain analysis, weather analysis, threat inte-
gration [possible COAs]).

l Higher headquarters’ mission.
l Higher headquarters’ commander’s intent

(two levels up).
l Commander’s intent.
l Commander’s initial guidance.
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l Review of purpose and tasks (specified, im-
plied, essential).

l Review of assumptions.
l Review of restraints and/or constraints.
l Review of shortfalls (resources, subject

matter experts).
l Center of gravity analysis (friendly, enemy).
l Requests for information.
l Recommended CCIRs.
l Proposed mission statement.

q. Commander Approves Mission 
Statement
Once the commander receives the mission analy-
sis brief, he may approve or modify the proposed
mission statement or develop a new mission
statement. He also approves all mission analysis
products. Once the mission statement is ap-
proved, it remains valid unless a significant
change occurs. The approved mission statement
becomes paragraph 2 of the 5-paragraph opera-
tion plan or operation order.

r. Draft a Warning Order
Once the commander approves or modifies the re-
sults of mission analysis, the staff may draft and
issue a warning order to subordinate units. The
warning order should include the approved mis-
sion statement (to include the commander’s in-
tent), the commander’s guidance and any other
information that will assist subordinate units with
their planning (e.g., changes in task organization,
earliest time of movement).

s. Refine the Commander’s Intent
After reviewing the mission analysis briefing and
the mission statement, the commander may con-
sider making refinements to his previously issued
commander’s intent.

t. Develop the Commander’s 
Planning Guidance
The commander’s planning guidance focuses the
staff during COA development. It should be spe-
cific enough to assist the planning effort, but not

so specific as to inhibit COA development. This
guidance may be expressed in terms of warfight-
ing functions, types of operations, forms of ma-
neuver, etc. 

Planning guidance should include the command-
er’s vision of decisive and shaping actions, which
assists the staff in determining the main effort,
phases of the operation, location of critical events,
and other aspects of the operation the commander
deems pertinent to COA development. Guidance
may include (but is not limited to)—

l Threat vulnerabilities.
l Risk.
l Any further restraints and/or constraints.
l Decisive and shaping actions.
l Selection and employment of the main ef-

fort.
l Types of operations.
l Forms of maneuver.
l Command relationships.
l Task organization. 
l Arrangement of the operation (phasing).
l Timing of the operations.

Types of Operations
Offense MOOTW

Movement to Contact Combating Terrorism

Attack Counter Drug Operations

Exploitation Humanitarian Assistance

Pursuit NEO

Strikes and Raids

Defense
Mobile Defense

Position Defense

Forms of Maneuver
Frontal Attack

Penetration

Flank Attack

Envelopment

Turning Movement

Infiltration
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l Reserve.
l Evaluation of the battlespace.
l Mobility and countermobility.

(1) Decisive Actions.  The purpose of any
military operation is mission success. Decisive
actions achieve mission success with the least loss
of time, equipment, and, most importantly, lives.
They cause a favorable change in the situation or
cause the threat to change or to cease planned and
current activities. For an action to be truly deci-
sive, it must result in an action that is larger than
itself. Decisive actions create an environment in
which the enemy has either lost the physical capa-
bility or the will to resist. The unit conducting the
decisive action is normally identified as the main
effort.

(2) Shaping Actions.  Shaping sets condi-
tions for decisive actions. Shaping actions are ac-
tivities conducted throughout the battlespace to
influence a threat capability or force, or the ene-
my’s decisionmaking process. The commander
shapes the battlespace by protecting friendly criti-
cal vulnerabilities and attacking enemy critical
vulnerabilities. Shaping incorporates a wide array
of functions and capabilities and is more than just
fires and targeting. It may include direct attack,
psychological operations, electronic warfare, de-
ception, civil affairs, information management,
public affairs, engineer operations, and preventive
medical services. Logistic operations (e.g., the
stockpiling of critical ammunition, fuel, and sup-
plies to facilitate future operations) shape both
friendly and threat forces.

Shaping makes the enemy vulnerable to attack,
impedes or diverts his attempts to maneuver, aids

friendly maneuver, and dictates the time and place
for decisive actions. It forces the enemy to adopt
courses of action favorable to the commander’s
plans. The commander attempts to shape events in
a way that allows him several options, so that by
the time the moment for decisive action arrives,
he is not restricted to only one course of action.

2003. Outputs

Mission analysis activities produce outputs that
are vital inputs to subsequent steps in the Marine
Corps Planning Process. The required outputs are
the mission statement, commander’s intent, and
commander’s planning guidance. Additional out-
puts may include—

l Updated IPB products. 
l Specified tasks. 
l Implied tasks. 
l Essential tasks. 
l Warning order.
l Restraints and/or constraints.
l Assumptions.
l Resource shortfalls.
l Subject matter experts shortfalls.
l Center of gravity analysis (friendly and

enemy).
l Approved CCIRs.
l Requests for information.
l Initial staff estimates.

All outputs should be retained and refined as nec-
essary throughout the planning process. 

(reverse blank)
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Chapter 3

Course of Action Development

“Decisionmaking requires both the situational awareness to recognize the
essence of a given problem and the creative ability to devise a practical
solution.”3

—MCDP 1, Warfighting

A course of action (COA) is a broadly stated, po-
tential solution to an assigned mission. The COA
development step of the Marine Corps Planning
Process is designed to generate options for fol-
low-on wargaming and comparison that satisfy
the mission, commander’s intent, and guidance of
the commander. During COA development, plan-
ners use the mission statement (which includes
the higher headquarters commander’s tasking and
intent), commander’s intent, and commander’s
planning guidance to develop courses of action.

Each prospective COA is examined to ensure that
it is suitable, feasible, acceptable, distinguishable,
and complete with respect to the current and an-
ticipated situation, the mission, and the com-
mander’s intent.

Normally, the commander develops several
COAs for follow-on wargaming and comparison.
The commander may limit the number of COAs
that the staff develops, especially if the staff is op-
erating under severe time constraints.

PROCESS OUTPUTSINPUTS

MISSION STATEMENT
COMMANDER’S INTENT
COMMANDER’S PLANNING
    GUIDANCE

  UPDATED IPB PRODUCTS
  SPECIFIED TASKS
  IMPLIED TASKS
  ESSENTIAL TASKS
  WARNING ORDER
  RESTRAINTS AND/OR CONSTRAINTS
  ASSUMPTIONS
  RESOURCE SHORTFALLS
  SUBJECT MATTER EXPERT SHORT-
      FALLS
  CENTER OF GRAVITY ANALYSIS
  REQUESTS FOR INFORMATION
  INITIAL STAFF ESTIMATES

COMMANDER’S DESIGNATED 
    COAs FOR WARGAMING
COMMANDER’S WARGAMING 
    GUIDANCE
COMMANDER’S EVALUATION 
    CRITERIA

  UPDATED IPB PRODUCTS
  PLANNING SUPPORT TOOLS 

    INCLUDING COA GRAPHIC AND
    NARRATIVE

  COURSE OF ACTION BRIEFING
  INITIAL ESTIMATES OF 

    SUPPORTABILITY AND ADDITIONAL 
    REQUIREMENTS FROM 
    SUBORDINATE COMMAND

   INITIAL STAFF ESTIMATES 
     AND ADDITIONAL
     REQUIREMENTS FROM STAFF
     AND WARFIGHTING 
     REPRESENTATIVES

UPDATE INTELLIGENCE PREPARATION
  OF THE BATTLESPACE

DISPLAY FRIENDLY FORCES  
ASSESS RELATIVE COMBAT POWER
REFINE CENTER OF GRAVITY
DEVELOP INITIAL COAs:

  COMMANDER’S INPUT
  COA REFINEMENT

DEVELOP COA GRAPHIC AND NARRATIVE
ENSURE CONFORMANCE WITH COA
    CRITERIA 
PREPARE COA BRIEFING
SELECT AND/OR MODIFY A COA:

  DEVELOP COMMANDER’S WAR-
  GAMING  GUIDANCE
DEVELOP COMMANDER’S EVALUA-
TION                              CRITERIA 
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3001. Inputs

Course of action development requires a mission
statement, commander’s intent, and commander’s
planning guidance before development can begin.
Other planning tools useful in COA development
include—

l Updated IPB products.
l Specified tasks.
l Implied tasks. 
l Essential tasks.
l Warning order.
l Restraints and/or constraints.
l Assumptions.
l Resource shortfalls.
l Subject matter expert shortfalls.
l Centers of gravity analysis (friendly and en-

emy).
l Commander’s critical information require-

ments. 
l Requests for information.
l Initial staff estimates.

3002. Process

Planners develop broad COAs using METT-T,
threat versus friendly capabilities assessment, and
possible employment options. Using at least the
minimum required inputs, planners consider two
fundamental questions:

l What do I want to do?
l How do I want to do it?

Answering the question, “How do I want to do
it?” is the essence of COA development. The fol-
lowing paragraphs address actions that assist
COA development.

a. Update Intelligence Preparation of 
the Battlespace
Intelligence preparation of the battlespace enables
planners to view the battlespace in terms of the
threat and the environment. It helps planners de-
termine how the enemy will react to proposed
friendly COAs, the purpose of enemy actions, the
most likely and most dangerous enemy COAs,
and the type of friendly operations that the terrain
and infrastructure will allow. It is critical that
planners use IPB to answer the two fundamental
questions—What do I want to do? How do I want
to do it?—posed in COA development.

b. Display Friendly Forces
The graphic display of friendly forces allows
planners to see the current and projected locations
of friendly forces. 

c. Assess Relative Combat Power 
Relative combat power assessment provides plan-
ners with an understanding of friendly and threat
force strengths and weaknesses relative to each
other. While force ratios are important, the nu-
merical comparison of personnel and major end
items is just one factor that must be balanced with
other factors such as weather, morale, level of
training, and cultural orientation. The goals of rel-
ative combat power assessment are to identify
threat weaknesses that can be exploited through
asymmetric application of friendly strengths and
identify friendly weaknesses that require protec-
tion from threat actions.

d. Refine Center of Gravity Analysis
Center of gravity analysis began during mission
analysis. The commander and staff refine center
of gravity analysis based on updated intelligence
and IPB products, initial staff estimates, and input
from the red cell. The refined centers of gravity
and critical vulnerabilities are used in the devel-
opment of the initial centers of gravity.



Marine Corps Planning Process ________________________________________________________________________________  3-3

e. Develop Initial Courses of Action
Using the commander’s planning guidance, as
well as updated IPB products, the relative combat
power assessment, and center of gravity analysis,
planners begin developing possible ways that the
force can accomplish the mission. This requires
creativity, imagination, and unbiased and open-
minded participants. The number and detail of the
COAs to be developed depend on the time avail-
able for planning. Planners do not judge or elimi-
nate potential COAs; all possibilities are recorded
for potential use. It is critical that COAs provide
the commander with a variety of employment op-
tions. Factors that impact COA variety include—

l Commander’s planning guidance.
l Forms of maneuver. 
l Type of attack. 
l Designation of main effort. 
l Requirement for supporting effort(s). 
l Scheme of maneuver (land, air, or mari-

time).
l Sequential and simultaneous operations. 
l Sequencing essential task accomplishment. 
l Task organization. 
l Use of reserves. 
l Rules of engagement.

Planners use METT-T and an array of employ-
ment possibilities to design a broad plan of “how”
they intend to accomplish the mission. How they
intend to accomplish the mission becomes the
course of action. 

(1) Commander’s Input to Initial Cours-
es of Action.  The commander reviews the ini-
tial COAs to see if they meet his commander’s
intent. This is normally an informal review that is
conducted as rapidly as possible. This review en-
sures that valuable time is not spent developing
COAs that will not be approved. The commander
may direct modifications to the initial courses of
action or that additional courses of action to be
developed.

(2) Course of Action Refinement. Using
the commander’s planning guidance and input
from the initial COAs, the staff further develops,
expands, and refines the courses of action to be
used in COA wargaming. The staff may also rec-
ommend to the commander how a course of ac-
tion should be wargamed. This recommendation
may include the war game method to be used and
which enemy COAs should be wargamed. See ap-
pendix E for a discussion of wargaming.

f. Develop Course of Action Graphic 
and Narrative
The COA graphic and narrative clearly portray
how the organization will accomplish the mission.
Together, the graphic and narrative identify who
(notional task organization), what (tasks), when,
where, how, and why (intent). The COA graphic
and narrative are essential and inseparable. To-
gether, they help the commander, subordinate
commanders, and the staff understand how the or-
ganization will accomplish its mission. The
graphic clearly portrays the scheme of maneuver
of the main and supporting efforts and critical ma-
neuver and fire support control measures, such as
objectives, boundaries, phase lines, and fire sup-
port coordination lines. The narrative provides the
purpose and tasks of the main and supporting ef-
forts, the reserve, and the sequencing of the oper-
ation. The COA graphic and narrative, when
approved by the commander, form the basis for
the concept of operations and operations overlay
in the basic plan or order. See appendix D for
more information.

g. Ensure Conformance with Course 
of Action Criteria 
Once courses of action are developed, they should
conform with the following criteria:

l Suitability: Does the COA accomplish the
purpose and tasks? Does it comply with the
commander’s planning guidance?

l Feasibility: Does the COA accomplish the
mission within the available time, space,
and resources?
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l Acceptability: Does the COA achieve an ad-
vantage that justifies the cost in resources? 

l Distinguishability: Does the COA differ sig-
nificantly from other COAs?

l Completeness: Does the COA include all
tasks to be accomplished? Does it describe a
complete mission (main and supporting ef-
forts, reserve, and associated risks)?

h. Prepare Course of Action Brief
Developed courses of action, along with updated
facts, assumptions, risk, etc., are briefed to the
commander. Each course of action is briefed sep-
arately and is sufficiently developed to withstand
the scrutiny of COA wargaming. Although the
COA briefing is tailored to the needs of the com-
mander and the time available, standardized brief-
ing formats help focus the briefing and prevent
omission of essential information. The COA
briefing will include the COA graphic and narra-
tive. It may also include—

l Updated intelligence estimate (terrain and
weather analysis, threat evaluation). 

l Possible enemy COAs (at a minimum the
most likely and most dangerous, situation
template[s]). 

l Mission statement. 
l Higher headquarters commander’s intent.
l Own commander’s intent. 
l Commander’s planning guidance.
l Relative combat power assessment.
l Rationale for each COA (why specific tac-

tics were used, why selected control mea-
sures were used, why units are arrayed on
the map as depicted).

l Updated facts and assumptions.
l Recommendations for wargaming (enemy

COAs, evaluation criteria).

The COA briefing may also include initial esti-
mates of supportability from subordinate com-
mands  and s taf f  es t imates .  Es t imates  of
supportability are provided by subordinate com-
manders. They evaluate the courses of action and

make recommendations on which course of action
they can best support. Staff estimates are devel-
oped by the commander’s staff and warfighting
representatives. They summarize those significant
aspects of the situation which influence the course
of action, analyze the impact of all factors upon
the course of action, and evaluate and determine
how the means available can best support the
course of action.

i. Select and/or Modify a Course of 
Action 
Following the COA briefing, the commander may
select or modify the courses of action to be evalu-
ated during COA wargaming. He may also pro-
vide additional COA and wargaming guidance
and express his desires concerning evaluation cri-
teria.

(1) Develop Commander’s Wargaming
Guidance.  The commander’s wargaming guid-
ance may include—

l A list of friendly courses of action to be
wargamed against specific threat courses of
action (e.g., COA 1 against the enemy’s
most likely, most dangerous, or most advan-
tageous COA).

l The timeline for the phase or stage of the
operation.

l A list of critical events (e.g., shifting the
main effort).

l Level of detail (e.g., two levels down).

(2) Develop Commander’s Evaluation
Criteria.  Before the staff can begin the next
step—the COA war game—the commander must
choose the evaluation criteria he will use to select
the course of action that will become his concept
of operations. The commander establishes evalua-
tion criteria based on METT-T, judgment, and
personal experience. Commanders may choose
evaluation criteria related to the principles of war,
such as mass or surprise. These evaluation criteria
help focus the wargaming effort and provide the
framework for data collection by the staff. The
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commander uses the collected data during COA
comparison and decision. Other criteria may in-
clude—

l Commander’s intent and guidance. 
l Limitation on casualties.
l Exploitation of enemy weaknesses and/or

friendly strengths. 
l Defeat of the threat centers of gravity. 
l Degree of asymmetrical operations. 
l Opportunity for maneuver. 
l Concentration of combat power. 
l Speed.
l Balance between mass and dispersion. 
l Success despite terrain or weather restric-

tions. 
l Risk. 
l Phasing. 
l Weighting the main effort.
l Logistical supportability. 
l Political considerations. 

l Force protection.
l Time available and timing of the operation. 

3003. Outputs

Course of action development activities produce
outputs that drive subsequent steps in the Marine
Corps Planning Process. Required outputs of
COA development are the commander’s designat-
ed COAs for wargaming, commander’s wargam-
ing guidance, and commander’s evaluation
criteria. Additional outputs may include—

l Updated IPB products.
l Planning support tools including the COA

graphic and narrative.
l Course of action briefing.
l Initial estimates of supportability and addi-

tional requirements from subordinate com-
mands. 

l Initial staff estimates and additional require-
ments from staff and warfighting function
representatives.

(reverse blank)
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Chapter 4

Course of Action War Game

“Know the enemy and know yourself; in a hundred battles you will never be in
peril. When you are ignorant of the enemy but know yourself, your chances of
winning or losing are equal. If ignorant both of your enemy and of yourself, you
are certain in every battle to be in peril.”4

—Sun Tzu

Course of action wargaming allows the staff and
subordinate commanders to gain a common un-
derstanding of friendly—and possible enemy—
courses of action. This common understanding al-
lows them to determine the advantages and disad-
vantages of each course of action and forms the
basis for the commander’s course of action com-
parison and decision. It is based on wargaming
and estimates prepared by the staff and subordi-

nate commanders. Course of action wargaming
involves a detailed assessment of each course of
action as it pertains to the enemy and the bat-
tlespace. Each friendly course of action is war-
gamed against selected threat courses of action.
Course of action wargaming assists planners in
identifying strengths and weaknesses, associated
risks, and asset shortfalls for each friendly course
of action. Course of action wargaming may
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identify branches and potential sequels that re-
quire additional planning. Short of actually exe-
cuting the course of action, COA wargaming
provides the most reliable basis for understanding
and improving each course of action.

4001. Inputs

Course of action wargaming requires the com-
mander’s designated courses of action for war-
gaming, wargaming guidance, and evaluation
criteria. Other inputs useful in COA wargaming
include—

l Updated IPB products.
l Planning support tools including the COA

graphic and narrative and synchronization
matrix.

l Estimates of supportability and additional
requirements from subordinate command-
ers.

l Staff estimates and additional requirements
from staff and/or warfighting representa-
tives, including an updated intelligence esti-
mate with an event template and threat
courses of action.

l Updated facts and assumptions.

4002. Process

During COA wargaming, the staff evaluates the
effectiveness of friendly courses of action against
both the enemy’s courses of action and the com-
mander’s evaluation criteria. The staff makes ad-
justments to identified problems and weaknesses
of the friendly courses of action and identify
branches and sequels. Each friendly course of ac-
tion is wargamed independently against selected
enemy courses of action. Course of action war-
gaming helps the commander determine how best
to apply his strength against the enemy’s critical
vulnerabilities while protecting his critical vulner-
abilities. Wargaming pits friendly courses of ac-

tion against enemy courses of action, it does not
compare friendly courses of action against each
other. Friendly courses of action are compared
against each other in the next step, COA compari-
son and decision. Estimates provide the staff and
subordinate commanders views on the courses of
action. These views assist the commander during
COA comparison and decision.

a. Conduct COA War Game
The staff may conduct wargaming using the ene-
my’s most likely, most dangerous, and most ad-
vantageous (to friendly forces) courses of action.
The commander approves the enemy courses of
action that will be used during wargaming. If pos-
sible, enemy courses of action are played by a
“thinking enemy” in the form of a red cell. See
appendix E for additional discussion on wargam-
ing and the red cell.

When conducted formally, wargaming is a disci-
plined, interactive process that examines the exe-
cution of the friendly courses of action in relation
to the enemy. When conducted informally, it may
be as simple as a “What if?” conversation be-
tween the commander and staff. Wargaming re-
lies heavily on the operational judgment and
experience of the participants. Whether formal or
informal, wargaming attempts to foresee the ac-
tion, reaction, and counteraction dynamics of
friendly versus enemy courses of action. During
wargaming—

l Evaluate each course of action independent-
ly. Do not compare one course of action
with another during the war game.

l Remain unbiased and avoid making prema-
ture conclusions.

l Continually assess the suitability, feasibili-
ty, acceptability, distinguishability, and
completeness of each course of action.

l Record the advantages and disadvantages of
each course of action.

l Record data based on commander’s evalua-
tion criteria for each course of action.



Marine Corps Planning Process ________________________________________________________________________________  4-3

l Keep to the established timeline of the war
game. 

l Identify possible branches and potential se-
quels for further planning.

b. Refine Staff Estimates and 
Estimates of Supportability
The commander’s staff and subordinate com-
mands continue to develop their staff estimates
and estimates of supportability. These estimates
are used during the next step, COA comparison
and decision. Criteria used in the development of
estimates may include—

l Risk assessment.
l Casualty projections and/or limitations.
l Personnel replacement requirements.
l Projected enemy losses.
l Enemy prisoners of war procedures.
l Intelligence collection requirements and

limitations.
l Rules of engagement.
l High-value targets.
l High-payoff targets.
l Support (fires, logistics, aviation) strengths

and limitations.
l Projected assets and resource requirements.
l Operational reach.
l Projected allocation of mobility assets, lift,

and sorties versus availability.
l Requirement for prepositioning equipment

and supplies.
l Projected location of units and supplies for

future operations.
l Projected location of the combat operations

center and command post echelons (rear,
main, tactical).

l Command and control system’s require-
ments.

c. Prepare Course of Action War 
Game Brief 
The COA war game brief presents the command-
er with the results of the staff’s evaluation and

war game. The brief includes the advantages and
disadvantages of each course of action and sug-
gested modifications. It may also include—

l Enemy COA situation templates:
n  Updated intelligence estimate (terrain,

weather, enemy).
n  Wargamed enemy courses of action.

l Mission analysis and COA development
products:
n  Higher, supporting, supported, and adja-

cent commander’s mission statements
(two levels up).

n  Tasks and intent provided by higher head-
quarters.

n  Commander’s intent for subordinate
units.

n  Overview of courses of action.
n  Wargame technique used.
n  Wargamed critical events.

l COA war game products and results (see
app. D for more information on Marine
Corps Planning Process tools)—
n  COA war game worksheet.
n  Identification of any additional tasks.
n  Revised COA graphic and narrative.
n  List of critical events and decision points.
n  Branches and potential sequels.
n  Assets required and shortfalls.
n  New requests for information.
n  Estimated time required for the operation.
n  Any accepted risk.

l Recommended changes to the commander’s
evaluation criteria.

d. Refine Intelligence Preparation of 
the Battlespace Products
The staff refines and prepares IPB products as
necessary to support the next step, COA compari-
son and decision. 
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4003. Outputs

COA war game activities produce outputs that
drive subsequent steps in the Marine Corps Plan-
ning Process. Required outputs of COA wargam-
ing are the wargamed COA graphic and narrative
and information on the commander’s evaluation
criteria. Additional outputs may include—

l Updated IPB products.
l Planning support tools:

n  COA war game worksheet.

n  Synchronization matrix.
l War game results:

n  Initial task organization.
n  Identification of assets required and short-

falls.
n  Refined CCIRs.
n  List of critical events and decision points.

l Refined staff estimates.
l Subordinate commander’s estimates of sup-

portability.
l Branches and sequels identified for further

planning. 



Chapter 5

Course of Action Comparison and Decision

“The first principle of a [commander] is to calculate what he must do, to see if
he has all the means to surmount the obstacles with which the enemy can oppose
him and, when he has made his decision, to do everything to overcome them.”5

—Napoleon Bonaparte

During COA comparison and decision, the com-
mander evaluates all friendly courses of action
against established criteria, evaluates them
against each other, and selects the course of action
that he believes will best accomplish the mission.
The commander may also refine his mission state-
ment (including his commander’s intent and es-
sential tasks) and concept of operations, and
identify any branches of the chosen course of ac-

tion that needs further staff attention. Finally, a
warning order may be issued to subordinate com-
manders.

This step requires the commander, subordinate
commanders, and staff involvement from start to
finish. Ideally, all participants attend one collec-
tive meeting. If attendance by all participants is
not possible, the commander may interact with

PROCESS OUTPUTSINPUTS

WARGAMED COA(s) GRAPHICS AND
  NARRATIVE
INFORMATION ON  COMMANDER’S
  EVALUATION CRITERIA

CONCEPT OF OPERATIONS
  
   

  UPDATED IPB PRODUCTS
  PLANNING SUPPORT TOOLS:  

    COA WAR GAME WORKSHEET 
    SYNCHRONIZATION MATRIX

  WAR GAME RESULTS: 
    INITIAL TASK ORGANIZATION 
    IDENTIFICATION OF ASSETS 
    REQUIRED AND SHORTFALLS
    UPDATED CCIRs 
    LIST OF CRITICAL EVENTS AND 

      DECISION POINTS 
  REFINED STAFF ESTIMATES
  SUBORDINATE COMMANDER’S

       ESTIMATES OF SUPPORTABILITY
  BRANCHES AND SEQUELS

  IDENTIFIED FOR FURTHER 
  PLANNING 

  UPDATED IPB PRODUCTS
    PLANNING SUPPORT TOOLS
    UPDATED CCIRs   
  STAFF ESTIMATES 
  COMMANDER’S IDENTIFICATION
      OF BRANCHES FOR FURTHER  

  PLANNING
  WARNING ORDER   

PERFORM COA EVALUATION
PERFORM COA COMPARISON 
MAKE COMMANDER’S DECISION
PREPARE THE CONCEPT OF 
  OPERATIONS 
ISSUE THE WARNING ORDER
REFINE IPB PRODUCTS
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subordinates in several separate meetings or
through electronic means (e.g., video teleconfer-
ence).

5001. Inputs

COA comparison and decision inputs require
wargamed COA(s) graphics and narratives and in-
formation on the commander’s evaluation criteria.
Other inputs useful in COA comparison and deci-
sion may include—

l Updated IPB products. 
l Planning support tools: 

n  COA war game worksheet.
n  Synchronization matrix.

l War game results:
n  Initial task organization.
n  Identification of assets required and short-

falls.
n  Updated CCIRs. 
n  List of critical events and decision points.

l Refined staff estimates.
l Subordinate commander’s estimates of sup-

portability.
l Branches and sequels identified for further

planning.

5002. Process

The COA comparison and decision process at
lower levels of command may simply be an infor-
mal exchange of information between the com-
mander and selected staff members concerning
the results of the war game. At higher levels of
command, the process is normally a formal se-
quence of activities that may involve the follow-
ing actions.

a. Perform Course of Action 
Evaluation
The commander uses the information gathered,
which was based on his evaluation criteria, to
elect a course of action to develop into his con-
cept of operations. In a discussion led by the com-
mander or his representative (i.e., chief of staff,
deputy commander), each course of action is ex-
amined against the commander’s evaluation crite-
ria. Advantages and disadvantages of each course
of action are discussed and recorded. Subordinate
commanders, staffs, and planners provide feed-
back in their areas of expertise.

The commander can evaluate courses of action
through a number of approaches. One approach is
to evaluate each course of action against all the
commander’s evaluation criteria to give the com-
mander a view of the entire course of action. An-
other approach is to evaluate all of the courses of
action against each of the commander’s evalua-
tion criteria so the commander gains a perspective
from each separate criterion. Regardless of the ap-
proach used, staff and subordinate commanders
provide estimates and judgments to the com-
mander.

b. Perform Course of Action 
Comparison 
The results of the COA evaluation allow the com-
mander to conduct COA comparison. The com-
mander may use a comparison and decision
matrix to help him compare one course of action
against another. (See app. D for more information
on the comparison and decision matrix.) Course
of action comparison provides the commander
with an understanding of the relative merit of
each course of action and aids in his decisionmak-
ing process.

c. Make Commander’s Decision 
Once all courses of action are evaluated and com-
pared, the commander selects a course of action. 
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In making his decision, the commander may—

l Select a course of action without modifica-
tion.

l Modify a course of action to overcome dis-
advantages.

l Develop a new course of action by combin-
ing favorable elements of multiple courses
of action.

l Discard all courses of action and resume
mission analysis or COA development, as
required.

Once the commander has made a decision, he
should conduct a review of the course of action
with subordinate commanders. He must review
his mission statement to ensure that he has cap-
tured all essential tasks required by the selected
course of action. The commander’s decision
guides the preparation of the concept of opera-
tions and orders development.

d. Prepare the Concept of Operations
The staff prepares the concept of operations that
is the basis of the next step, orders development.
The concept of operations is the basis for support-
ing concepts such as the concept of fires, logis-
tics, or force protection. Included in the concept
of operations is a general description of actions to
be taken and a generic organization for combat.

The concept of operations includes a complete de-
scription with graphics and narrative.

e. Issue the Warning Order 
With the preparation of the concept of operations,
the commander may issue another warning order
to allow subordinate commanders to begin con-
current planning.

f. Refine Intelligence Preparation of 
the Battlespace Products 
The staff refines and prepares IPB products as a
result of COA comparison and decision.

5003. Outputs

The output of COA comparison and decision pro-
vides the basis for orders development. The re-
quired output is the concept of operations.
Additional outputs may include—

l Updated IPB products. 
l Planning support tools. 
l Updated CCIRs. 
l Staff estimates. 
l Commander’s identification of branches for

further planning. 
l Warning order.

(reverse blank)
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Chapter 6

Orders Development

“As a rule, plans should contain only as much detail as required to provide sub-
ordinates the necessary guidance while allowing as much freedom of action as
possible.”6

—MCDP 5, Planning

The orders development step in the Marine Corps
Planning Process communicates the commander’s
intent, guidance, and decisions in a clear, useful
form that is easily understood by those executing
the order. An order is a written or oral communi-
cation that directs actions and focuses a subordi-
nate’s tasks and activities toward accomplishing
the mission. Various portions of the order, such as
the mission statement and staff estimates, have
been prepared during previous steps of the Marine
Corps Planning Process.

The chief of staff or executive officer, as appro-
priate, directs orders development. The order con-
tains only critical or new information—not
routine matters normally found in standing oper-
ating procedures. A good order is judged on its
usefulness—not its weight.

6001. Inputs

The initial task organization, mission statement,
commander’s intent, concept of operations, and

PROCESS OUTPUTSINPUTS

THE ORDER OR PLAN
  
   

  REFINED INTELLIGENCE
    AND IPB PRODUCTS 
  PLANNING SUPPORT TOOLS
  OUTLINE FRAGOs 

  FOR BRANCHES 

REFINE IPB PRODUCTS
PREPARATION OF ORDER 
    OR PLAN 
ORDERS RECONCILIATION
ORDERS CROSSWALK
COMMANDER APPROVES 
    ORDER OR PLAN

INITIAL TASK ORGANIZATION
MISSION STATEMENT
COMMANDER’S INTENT
CONCEPT OF OPERATIONS
SPECIFIED AND IMPLIED TASKS
UPDATED INTELLIGENCE AND IPB

PRODUCTS
PLANNING SUPPORT TOOLS
UPDATED CCIRs
STAFF ESTIMATES
COMMANDER’S IDENTIFICATION OF

BRANCHES FOR FURTHER PLANNING
WARNING ORDER
EXISTING PLANS, SOPs, AND ORDERS
CHIEF OF STAFF OR EXECUTIVE

OFFICER ORDERS DEVELOPMENT
GUIDANCE
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specified and implied tasks are the required inputs
to orders development. Other inputs may in-
clude—

l Updated intelligence and IPB products.
l Planning support tools.
l Updated CCIRs.
l Staff estimates.
l Commander’s identification of branches for

further planning.
l Warning order.
l Existing plans, standing operating proce-

dures, and orders.
l Chief of staff or executive officer orders de-

velopment guidance.

6002. Process

Normally, the chief of staff or executive officer
coordinates with staff principals to assist the G-3/
S-3 in developing an order. The chief of staff or
executive officer dictates the format for the order,
sets and enforces the time limits and development
sequence, and determines which annexes are pub-
lished by which staff section. 

a. Refine Intelligence Preparation of 
the Battlespace Products 
The staff refines or prepares IPB products to sup-
port orders development. 

b. Preparation of Order or Plan 
Orders are produced in a variety of forms. Orders
or plans can be detailed, written documents with
many supporting annexes, or they can be simple
verbal commands. Their form depends on time
available, complexity of the operation, and levels
of command involved. Supporting portions of the
order or plan, such as annexes and appendixes,
are based on staff estimates, subordinate com-
mander’s estimates of supportability, and other
planning documents. If the basic order has been
published, a FRAGO may be issued to subordi-
nate commanders. Whatever the format, orders

and plans must be clear, concise, timely, and
useful. See appendix G for operation plan, opera-
tion order, annex, and appendix formats.

c. Orders Reconciliation 
Orders reconciliation is an internal process in
which the staff conducts a detailed review of the
entire order. This reconciliation ensures that the
basic order and all the annexes, appendixes, etc.,
are complete and in agreement. It identifies dis-
crepancies or gaps in the planning. If discrepan-
cies or gaps are found, the staff takes corrective
action. Specifically, the staff compares the com-
mander’s intent, the mission, and the CCIRs
against the concept of operations and the support-
ing concepts (e.g., maneuver, fires, support).
Priority intelligence requirements and the intelli-
gence collection plan must support the CCIRs.

d. Orders Crosswalk 
During the orders crosswalk, the staff compares
the order with the orders of higher and adjacent
commanders to achieve unity of effort and ensure
that the superior commander’s intent is met. It
identifies discrepancies or gaps in planning. If
discrepancies or gaps are found, the staff takes
corrective action.

e. Commander Approves Order or 
Plan
The final action in orders development is the ap-
proval of the order or plan by the commander.
While the commander does not have to sign every
annex or appendix, it is important that he reviews
and signs the basic order or plan.

6003. Outputs

The output of orders development is an approved
order or plan. Additional outputs may include—

l Refined intelligence and IPB products.
l Planning support tools.
l Outline FRAGOs for branches.



Chapter 7

Transition

“. . .  plans and orders exist for those who receive and execute them rather than
those who write them.”7

—MCDP 5, Planning

The purpose of transition is to provide a success-
ful shift from planning to execution. It enhances
the situational awareness of those who will exe-
cute the order, maintains the intent of the concept
of operations, promotes unity of effort, and gener-
ates tempo.

Transition is a continuous process that requires a
free flow of information between commanders
and staffs by all available means. At higher eche-
lons, such as the component, the MEF, or an MSC
where the planners may not be executors, the
commander may designate a representative as a
proponent for the order or plan. After orders de-
velopment the proponent takes the approved order
or plan forward to the staff charged with supervis-
ing execution. As a full participant in the develop-
ment of the plan, the proponent is able to answer
questions, aid in the use of the planning support
tools, and assist the staff in determining necessary
adjustments to the order or plan.

Transition occurs at all levels of command. A for-
mal transition normally occurs on staffs with sep-
arate planning and execution teams. Planning
time and personnel may be limited at lower levels
of command, such as the regiment, aircraft group,
or below; therefore, transition may take place in-
tuitively because the planners are also the execu-
tors.

7001. Inputs

For transition to occur, an approved order or plan
must exist. The approved order or plan, along
with the products of continuing staff actions,
forms the input for transition. These inputs may
include—

l Refined intelligence and IPB products.
l Planning support tools.
l Outline FRAGOs for branches.

PROCESS OUTPUTSINPUTS

SUBORDINATE COMMANDER
  AND STAFFS THAT ARE:
  
   

  READY TO EXECUTE THE  ORDER
    AND POSSIBLE BRANCHES 
  PREPARED TO PLAN 

      SEQUELS

TRANSITION BRIEF
DRILLS 
CONFIRMATION BRIEF

THE ORDER OR PLAN
REFINED INTELLIGENCE AND IPB 

PRODUCTS
PLANNING SUPPORT TOOLS
OUTLINE FRAGOs FOR BRANCHES
INFORMATION ON POSSIBLE FUTURE 

MISSIONS (SEQUELS)
ANY OUTSTANDING ISSUES 
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l Information on possible future missions (se-
quels).

l Any outstanding issues. 

7002. Process

Successful transition ensures that those charged
with executing the order have a full understanding
of the plan. Regardless of the level of command,
such a transition ensures that those who execute
the order understand the commander’s intent, the
concept of operations, and Marine Corps Planning
Process tools. Transition may be internal or exter-
nal in the form of briefs or drills. Internally, tran-
sition occurs between future plans or future and
current operations. Externally, transition occurs
between the commander and his subordinate com-
mands. 

a. Transition Brief 
At the higher levels of command, transition may
include a formal transition brief to subordinate or
adjacent commanders and to the staff supervising
execution of the order. At lower levels, it might
be less formal. The transition brief provides an
overview of the mission, commander’s intent,
task organization, and enemy and friendly situa-
tion. It is given to ensure that all actions necessary
to implement the order are known and understood
by those executing the order. The commander,
deputy commander, or chief of staff provides
transition brief guidance, which may prescribe
who will give the brief, the briefing content, the
briefing sequence, and who is required to attend.
Time available dictates the level of detail possible
in the transition brief. Orders and supporting ma-
terials should be transmitted as early as possible

before the transition brief. The brief may include
items from the order or plan such as—

l Higher headquarters mission (tasks and in-
tent).

l Mission.
l Commander’s intent.
l Commander’s critical information require-

ments.
l Task organization.
l Situation (friendly and enemy).
l Concept of operations.
l Execution (including branches and potential

sequels).
l Planning support tools.

b. Transition Drills
Drills are important techniques used during tran-
sition to ensure the greatest possible understand-
ing of the plan or order by those who must
execute it. Drills improve the ability of the com-
mander and staff to command and control opera-
tions. A transition drill is a series of briefings,
guided discussions, walk throughs, or rehearsals
used to facilitate understanding of the plan
throughout all levels of the command. Transition
drills are conducted by the commander and his
subordinate commanders or the commander and
the staff tasked with execution of the plan or or-
der. Typically, a transition drill is the only drill
used at lower levels of command, where the staff
both develops and executes the plan. Transition
drills increase the situational awareness of the
subordinate commanders and the staff and instill
confidence and familiarity with the plan. Sand ta-
bles, map exercises, and rehearsals are examples
of transition drills.
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c. Confirmation Brief 
A confirmation brief is given by a subordinate
commander after he receives his order or plan.
Subordinate commanders brief the higher com-
mander on their understanding of commander’s
intent, their specific task and purpose, and the re-
lationship between their unit’s missions and the
other units in the operation. The confirmation
brief allows the higher commander to identify
gaps in his plan, identify discrepancies between
his and subordinate commander’s plans, and learn

how subordinate commanders intend to accom-
plish their mission. 

7003. Outputs

The outputs of a successful transition are subordi-
nate commanders and staffs that are ready to exe-
cute the order and possible branches and prepared
to plan sequels.

(reverse blank)




